The point of departure of the present article is the child's right to preservation of her/his ethnic, religious, cultural and linguistic background in adoption, as stipulated in the CRC and the Hague Convention on Intercountry Adoption. The article seeks to analyse the various meanings attributed to preservation of the child's background in in-and intercountry adoption and in different national contexts. The main focus is on the seldom-studied perspective of one of the major sending countries in intercountry adoption: India. Five representatives of two non-governmental adoption agencies and one governmental agency in addition to six Indian adoptive parents have been interviewed about their views on the significance of the child's background in adoption. In my analysis, I show that preservation of a child's background is perceived to be in conflict with other interests of the child, such as gaining a position in her/his adoptive family equal to that of a biological child and being loved unconditionally. In contrast to the general portrayal of Indian adoption applicants as being selective regarding the child's religious background and skin colour, agency representatives as well as adoptive parents endeavoured to distinguish themselves from this portrayal by emphasizing the irrelevance of the child's background.
The present article investigates the meanings given to preservation of the child's background in adoption in a country that has sent and still sends many children for intercountry adoption and that simultaneously carries out an increasing number of incountry adoptions: India
One criticism that frequently has been aimed at international conventions, such as the CRC, concerns the difficulties of stipulating a universal definition of the best interests of the child and the Western ideas regarding childhood and the family that are argued to characterize its content (Howell, 2006; Burr, 2002) . A constituent premise of Western psychology is the autonomous individual. Hence, the Western concept of adoption is based on the individualization, and subsequently the institutionalization, of the child, in which the state assumes the responsibility for safeguarding the child's best interests (Howell, 2006) . There is a steady increase in the number of countries involved in intercountry adoption that have ratified the Hague Convention on Intercountry Adoption. 2 The preference given to solutions that enable the child to remain in her/his state of origin has also come to characterize national legislation in many of the countries from which children are adopted transnationally.
As a consequence of the significance attributed in adoption to the ethnic, religious and cultural background of children, a wide range of activities acknowledging the importance of the adoptee's background has developed in countries that receive many children through transnational adoption. Adoption agencies and other organizations arrange 'roots trips' to adoptees' birth countries, culture education camps, and other gatherings with the aim of instilling in adoptees pride in their birth culture. The significance attributed to the birth culture should also be understood in light of the importance ascribed to biogenetic origin and blood ties in many Western countries -an importance that to some extent contradicts the individualization of the child (Howell, 2006 ).
Children's right to preservation of their cultural background has been used as an argument not only to legitimize the privileging of incountry over intercountry adoption, but also as an argument against transracial incountry adoptions. 3 In the US, after an increase in the number of transracial adoptions, the American National Association of Black Social Workers (NABSW) in 1972 made an official statement against transracial adoption. In 1983, the British Association of Black Social Workers and Allied Professionals (ABSWAP) followed their example. Following these statements, an increasing number of local child welfare authorities and organizations took a critical stance against transracial adoptions. In both countries, this was the starting point for a heated debate. Its critics argued that transracial adoption constituted an attack upon the black community and that it harmed black children by denying them their black heritage and the survival skills needed for life in a racist society (Bartholet 1991) . Its proponents, on the other hand, argued that a ban on transracial adoption would deny many children with an ethnic minority background the opportunity of a permanent placement, as adoptive parents of these minorities were difficult to find. A ban on transracial adoption was thereby argued to serve the interests of ethnic or racial groups rather than that of individual children (Bartholet, 1991; Gaber, 1994; Kirton, 2000) . In 1994, the Federal Multiethnic Placement Act (MEPA) was introduced in the US. The explicit aim of the act, like that of the Interethnic Adoption Provisions of 1996, was to increase the opportunities of permanent placement in an adoptive home for ethnic minority children (Lee, 2003) .
Therefore, states and adoption agencies were no longer allowed to delay or impede an adoption by referring to the child's or the prospective adoptive parents' race, colour or national origin. Race, however, still plays a significant role in adoption in the US. Banks (1998) distinguishes between the practice of racial matching and what he calls 'facilitative accommodation'. Whereas the state mandates the placement of children with adoptive parents on the basis of race through racial matching, it promotes the race-based decision-making of prospective adoptive parents through the racial classification of children, which facilitates UK the debate over the importance of the child's background in adoption has mainly concerned race, there is no mention of the child's racial background in either the CRC or the Hague Convention on Intercountry Adoption.
accommodation of their racial preferences. As such, Banks argues it is a discriminatory action and hence unconstitutional.
The arguments used in favour of racially matched adoptions did not differ much from the justifications for religious matching in adoption in the early 20th century. In countries like the UK and Canada, the majority of stranger adoptions at that time were performed by and within religious associations, which meant that in most adoptions the child and the adoptive parents were members of the same religion, or even congregation. The justifications for these religiously matched adoptions were the idea of kinship between the child, her/his biological parents and the adoptive parents through their shared religious beliefs and further the reluctance to lose the child to another congregation (Cohen, 1994; Strong-Boag, 2006) .
However, whereas the consideration of race in adoption has been subject to much controversy in countries like the US and the UK, the consideration of religion has remained unquestioned.
For instance, whereas the American 1994 Multiethnic Placement Act prohibited the delay or denying of placement on the basis of race, colour or national origin of parent and child, there is no similar Federal prohibition on matching religious background in adoption. UK law too embraces religious background as an important consideration in the placement of children in adoptive or foster homes. There is no distinction made with respect to the age of the child, which means that babies too should preferably be placed with a family of her or his religion of origin (Scolnikov, 2007) .
In the modern liberal state, the right to continuance of ethnic or cultural minority groups is an important political goal. Historically, there are many examples of violation of ethnic or cultural minority groups' rights to cultural expression and self-governance. A recurrent theme in such violations is the taking into custody of minority children by state authorities -in part as a consequence of lacking respect for and knowledge of differences in child-rearing practices -rendering these children and their families overrepresented in child welfare cases, foster care and adoption. One of the most infamous examples of state actions in this respect is the forced institutionalization of thousands of aboriginal children in Australia throughout a major part of the 20 th century for the purpose of assimilating them into white Australian culture (van Krieken, 1999) . Thus, the aim to protect ethnic minority groups' rights to their children in order to ensure their continued existence must be understood against this background. As an example, the Canadian reservations to the state regulation of adoption described in Article 21 of the CRC out of respect for Aboriginal traditions and family practices can be mentioned. The intent of the reservation was to compensate for historical wrongs against Aboriginal families and children by allowing Aboriginal control over the adoption of aboriginal children (Snow & Covell, 2006) .
Critics have argued that the right of children to their ethnic, religious and cultural background perhaps better serves the interests of ethnic groups than the best interests of the individual child. As a consequence, the concept has been redefined. Instead of predetermining a child's cultural identity, Eekelaar (2004) and Ronen (2004) argue that as many paths as possible should be made available for the child to be able to make her/his own choices.
The main focus of the present article is on the seldom-studied perspectives of a 'state of origin' in intercountry adoption. Like many other sending countries, India has assumed a national regulation of adoption that gives priority to incountry adoption with reference to the best interests of the child. Here, I will analyse the ways in which professionals working with adoption in India and Indian adoptive parents reason on incountry and intercountry adoption and on the meaning and significance of the child's right to preservation of her/his cultural background.
Adoption in India -a background
With twenty-four languages and a large number of dialects, six main ethnic groups and as a home to Hinduism, Islam, Christianity, Buddhism, Jainism, Sikhism and several other religious traditions, India is an ethnically, religiously and culturally diverse country. Indian society is highly stratified with respect to class as well as caste. Castes are ranked, named, endogamous groups, and membership in a particular caste comes through birth. In its preamble, India's constitution forbids discrimination on the basis of caste. However, caste ranking and caste-based interaction have occurred for centuries and continue to do so, particularly in the area of kinship and marriage (Heitzman & Worden, 1995) .
Child adoption in India has been a prevalent social practice for many years. Previously the practice was to adopt a child from within the extended family. As in all patriarchal societies, the emphasis was on adoption of a male child to continue the family lineage and to ensure protection in old age, performance of death rites and salvation of the adoptive parents (Damodaran & Mehta, 2000) . The adoption of an unrelated child into the family had its beginnings in the 1960s with the advent of intercountry adoption. regard to the detailed procedures to be followed in cases of intercountry adoption (Damodaran & Mehta, 2000) . The Central Adoption Resource Agency (CARA) was established in 1990.
CARA is now an Autonomous Body under the Ministry of Women and Child Development and its aim is to facilitate and promote incountry adoption and regulate intercountry adoption of Indian children (Apparao, 1997) . India signed the Hague Convention on Intercountry Adoption in 1993 and ratified it in 2003. As a result of the promotion of incountry adoption as well as changing attitudes towards non-relative adoptions, the number of incountry adoptions in India started to increase in the early 1990s (Bhargava, 2005) . The ratio of in-country to intercountry adoption has seen a total reversal over the last two decades. Hence, non-Hindus cannot legally adopt a child and have to resort to a provision in the common civil law for guardianship and take the child as a ward (The Guardians and Wards Act, 1890). This does not confer upon adoptive parents and the child the natural rights and privileges that exist between a child and parents that a legal adoption would provide (Damodaran & Mehta, 2000 Incountry adoption applicants should register with the local adoption agency and a home study report will be prepared by a social worker of the agency. The criteria that adoption applicants are required to meet include age, marital and financial status and a clear police record. After the home study report has been accepted and approved, a child will be suggested to the parent(s). The CARA guidelines stipulate that "the agency will take care to match a child meeting the description, if any, desired by the parent(s)" (CARA 2004, section 1.1.5).
Once a successful matching has been done, the agency will file a petition in the Court for states, however, makes interstate coordination difficult. In effect, this means that the majority of children, for whom an Indian adoptive family is found, will also remain within their state of origin (Bhargava, 2005) . In 2008, adoption laws in India are under revision and a centralization of the adoption process through CARA is discussed.
Foreign adoption applicants register with an Enlisted Foreign Adoption Agency (EFAA), or central adoption authority in their country of residence. When the home study report is completed, the agency or the authority with which the applicants have register will forward their application to a Recognised Indian Placement Agency (RIPA). The RIPA will then try to match the applicants with a child, who is freed for intercountry adoption. After a successful matching, the RIPA will forward the complete dossier as to CARA for issuance of a so called
No Objection Certificate. Not until the RIPA has received this certificate, it can file a petition for adoption in court (CARA 2006) .
What is apparent from the adoption procedures stipulated by CARA is the preference given to incountry adoption. This means that children cannot become eligible for intercountry adoption before all possibilities to place the child within the country are exhausted. The motive stated by CARA for this requirement will be discussed below in the section "Indian families first".
Method
The focus of the present study is on the meaning and significance attributed to the child's ethnic, religious and cultural background in discourses on adoption in India. In India, as in other countries, adoption is subject to public debates and there are several discourses on adoption. For the present study, two categories of informants with different relations to adoption were interviewed: adoptive parents and representatives of organizations or agencies (government and non-governmental) working with adoption. In addition, governmental guidelines on adoption were analysed.
Informants
The informants were key persons working in private adoption agencies and a government agency and adoptive parents in a metropolitan city in India with a population of approximately 15 million. According to the 2001 census, 78% of the city's population are Hindus, 20% Muslims and 1% Christians. Presently, there are four well-established private adoption agencies dealing with both intercountry and incountry adoption in the city. All four private adoption agencies in the city were contacted. A positive response was obtained from two agencies and two interviews with two different representatives were conducted at each agency. The other agencies declined to participate in the study on the grounds that they did not wish the interview to be recorded or were not allowed to participate in any research. A government agency, the child welfare committee, which declared children free for adoption and was involved in incountry adoption, was approached and the director was interviewed.
Two additional government officials were contacted and interviewed briefly. One was the state minister for child welfare and the second, the secretary for the Adoption Coordinating Agency (ACA) in the state. Neither of them allowed the conversation to be recorded. The latter described adoption as a controversial issue and claimed that "it is dangerous to be recorded". These interviews are not included in the analysis.
Finding adoptive parents who were willing to participate in the study was comparatively easier. In total, six parents (four mothers and one couple) were interviewed.
Despite the increase in the number of incountry adoptions, adoption remains a sensitive subject in India. Indian adoption researchers such as Vinita Bhargava (2005) have commented on the difficulties of getting persons with involvement in adoption to participate in research studies. Because of the sensitivity of the subject, all names of participating persons and agencies have been changed. (Lowe et al. 1999 , Thomas et al. 1999 )
Interviews and analysis
Semi-structured interviews were conducted and open-ended questions were posed, after which time the lead was taken by the interviewee. 4 In the case of adoption agencies and the government official, an interview guide was used covering background and general information about the organization, a comparison between incountry and intercountry adoption, focus on intercountry adoption, focus on incountry adoption and the origin of the child. The interviews were conducted at the adoption agency, government office or at the informant's residence using English, Hindi and Bengali. The interviews lasted between 45 minutes and 2 hours and amounted to approximately 12 hours of recorded interviews. All interviews were transcribed verbatim and, where needed, translated into English.
The analytical approach of the present study is a qualitative content analysis. The transcripts were indexed in accordance with the topics talked about by the informants and recurring topics were grouped into themes and subthemes. Instances of variability in and across accounts as well as shared features were sought, with a specific interest in linguistic expressions. Rather than viewing the interviews as statements about facts, they are regarded as the informants' presentations of themselves in the interview context. These presentations must be regarded against the background constituted by Indian and international discourses on adoption and family.
Indian families first
According to the regulations stipulated by the Central Adoption Resource Authority in India, (CARA) a minimum of 50 percent of the total number of child adoptions should be incountry adoptions (CARA 2006) . The priority given to Indian families constitutes an elaborate priority order of adoptive parents. After Indian citizens living in India, priority is to be given to Indian citizens living abroad, thereafter to couples living abroad, of which both parties are of Indian origin, then to couples, of which one party is of Indian origin and lastly foreign families.
"Indian origin" is defined as a foreign citizen, who at any time held an Indian passport, who has a parent, grandparent or great grandparent born in and permanently residing in India or who is a spouse of a citizen of India or a person of Indian origin. Exempted from this definition of "Indian origin" are citizens of Pakistan and Bangladesh -an exemption that exemplifies one of the many ways in which politics and religion influence adoption regulations (CARA 2006) .
The justifications for the priority order of adoption applicants are not made explicit. However, the order can be interpreted against the background of CARA's guidelines for incountry adoption. Here, CARA asserts that "the best interest of the child without a family is served by providing it an opportunity to be placed with a family within its own sociocultural milieu.
Thus every child has a right to be considered for placement with a family belonging to its own national and cultural background within the country" (CARA 2004) . The privileging of incountry adoption in the CARA guidelines has implications for and is put into force by the adoption agencies. Their view on incountry and intercountry adoption and on the priority order of adoptive parents and their understanding of the justifications for such an order is therefore of interest.
One telling example of the consequences of the absence of an explicit justification for the priority order of adoptive parents stipulated by CARA, with Indian citizens living in India, followed by non-resident Indians at the top and foreign parents at the bottom of the list, is provided in Reena's answer in the excerpt below. When asked about its aim, Reena, who works for the agency Open Door, seems uncertain about its justification as well as its relevance. 5 The excerpt below begins with Reena explaining the process of intercountry adoption and the priority order of adoptive parents.
Reena Okay once that is done then we ummm and then the next after Indian's in India it's the NRIs. The contrast between Rani's reluctance to let older children be adopted abroad and her 'not having any problem' with sending a newborn child for intercountry adoption indicates the significance that she seems t ascribe the child's personal experiences of India in her reasoning on intercountry adoption. Thereby, she does not portray the child as being connected with India at and by birth, but through personal memories and experiences of her/his Indian roots.
The privileging of incountry adoption in the best interests of the child means that Indian adoptive parents are regarded as being able to give the child something that foreign applicants cannot. The adoptive parents interviewed for the present study, however, did not express any thoughts on their status as the preferred alternative for Indian children, who were in need of a new family. When asked what they thought about intercountry adoption, adoptive mothers Nikita and Tina instead point to the importance of a loving home and family regardless of where in the world it is found. The following excerpt from the interview with Tina is an example.
I Do you think it makes a difference if the child is adopted in India does it matter to the child?
Tina I think it would make a difference depending on the family they go to. It's really basically an individual case if you, the child goes to a loving family they have a good chance in life and if they go to an indifferent family they don't have a good chance in life. It's as simple as that. I think you make too much of this India and abroad kind of an issue. You know an Indian child abroad has the same issues that all Indians abroad have. The fact that you are not quite of the same appearance and colour. I mean you might be subjected to a little bit of racism but then you would be subjected to that racism if you went abroad to study also. It's nothing to really do with that you are adopted.
According to Tina, too much emphasis is put on the differences between Indian and foreign adoptive homes. The difference she refers to, however, is one that is actually not mentioned, neither in the international conventions nor in the CARA guidelines. None of the arguments in favour of incountry adoption suggest that placement within the country of origin may spare children encounters with racism in a foreign country, whose population is predominantly white. Although Tina does attribute a greater risk of being subjected to racism to Indian children adopted abroad, she claims that this has nothing to do with the adoption as such, but rather with being Indian. Any Indian studying or living abroad, she argues, will experience racism. Hence, Tina relates the practice of adoption to a wider context of global inequalities and race relations. She continues to do so in the next excerpt. Although Tina does not view incountry adoption as serving the best interests of the child better than intercountry adoption does, she still sees the preference given to Indian adoptive parents as legitimate.
I
The government now has said preference should be given to Indian parents then Tina You see that's fair because you can't have your children being adopted abroad if there is a waiting list of Indian parents and I mean we are not a baby factory. In a way you are looking for the best possible value for the babies that you have produced.
I think that's absolutely fair because I mean would any country, would Sweden, send their babies abroad to be adopted if there were Swedish parents willing to adopt them? They certainly would not. So I don't see why they should have double standards and make a big issue about these sorts of things. I mean I think if the world was a little more matter of fact and a little more logical and a little more 'do as you be done by', then a lot of these stupid issues, non-issues wouldn't be issues at all.
Instead of the child's best interests, Tina points to the best interests of Indian adoption applicants, thereby disregarding the dominant discourse on the best interests of the child as being the main principle of adoption. If there are Indian couples willing to adopt a child, she argues, then adoptable Indian children should be reserved for adoption by them. In this sense, children are seen as an asset belonging to their nation of origin, with the aid of which the wishes of the nation's adoption applicants can be met. Thereby, Tina again relates adoption to a wider context, pointing to the one-way direction in the transference of children in intercountry adoption.
A sense of national pride also seems to inform adoptive father Mohan's answer when asked what he thinks about intercountry adoption in the following excerpt. "I feel very sad", he says "I don't want it, Indian child I want it to stay here. This is my opinion". He continues by saying that "there are many here who want to give, say how much needs to be given I'll give it", referring to the willingness of Indian people to "give" in order to take care of children in need of a new home, making the adoption of children abroad uncalled for. Later in the interview, he relates the continuing practice of intercountry adoption to the economic interests of adoption organizations.
Although the majority of the interviewed agency staff were sympathetic to the privileging of Indian adoptive parents, they accused many Indian adoption applicants of being selective regarding the age, sex and background of the child. Not only does this increase their wait for a child, Anita, working for Prem Mandir, argues, but it also prolongs the wait of many children for an adoptive parent.
Rani, of the governmental Child Welfare Committee, on the other hand, accuses the private adoption agencies of not following the regulations and of having economic interests in intercountry adoptions. Not only does this imply that many children are denied the chance of being adopted by an Indian family, but according to the chairwoman of the Child Welfare Committee, it also means that hundreds of Indian adoption applicants, who cannot afford the private agency fees, wait for a child for many years. All interviewed agency staff and government representatives agree that the number of presumptive Indian adoptive parents had increased significantly in the past years. What they do not seem to agree upon is whether the number of incountry adoptions could increase correspondingly.
India for intercountry adoptees
The significance ascribed to the national and cultural background of the child in adoption has implications not only for the priority order of adoptive families, but also for the expectations placed on adoptive parents. When asked whether she thinks that foreign adoptive parents should introduce Indian culture to their child, Reena argues that it means a great deal for adoptees to be "in touch with their roots, whether it's culture, or whether it's language". "You just can't cut that off from there, it's like cutting an arm off from your body." Thereby, Reena describes a child's culture as being permanently inscribed in the child's body. Kiran, working for Prem Mandir, too describes the efforts of adoptive parents to teach their child about India as important. "Ya, it is important because uhh it is a human nature you want that, we'll search for our roots some time, otherwise we'll feel very very socially … we'll be living in a vacuum and very rootless they'll feel."
In the present study, however, the relevance informants ascribed to Indian culture for intercountry adoptees varies considerably. Whereas Reena and Kiran see Indian culture as very important and praise the efforts of foreign adoptive parents to introduce Indian culture to their child, several of the adoptive parents saw such efforts as meaningless and even detrimental to the child's best interests. Adoptive mother Asha relates the significance of culture education to the environment the child is living in: "If your environment is not Indian then what will the child do with learning about India". Hence, India and Indian culture are attributed relevance for the child only to the extent that the child has personal experience of them.
Adoptive mother Tina too questions the relevance of introducing India to children who have been adopted abroad. She argues that, for the children who are adopted from India, being Indian has no positive connotations. "I mean what has India given them apart from had they remained in India they would have been at the bottom of the heap." Tina continues by claiming that the efforts of foreign adoptive parents to teach their child about India only serve to emphasize the differences between them and their child. To her "if you have been adopted by American parents then you are as American as anybody else". Being Indian is "just an accident of birth then".
She accuses "the whities" of being "obsessed with being politically correct", and by constantly reminding their child of their Indianess, they are making themselves guilty of "a sort of reverse racism". Tina's argument against the introduction of Indian culture to intercountry adoptees is twofold. First, she does not attribute any value to India and its culture to intercountry adoptees, because India has treated them badly. Second, by constantly trying to make Indian culture relevant to their child, foreign adoptive parents deny their child the equality that 'being as American as anybody else' entails. Instead she suggests, when asked about the meaning of a child's right to her/his culture, that adoptees should be allowed to explore Indian culture on their own, if they wish to do so. In sum, neither Tina nor Asha refer to the culture of the country in which an intercountry adoptee is born as the child's culture by birth. Culture is described as something that is acquired rather than innate, its relevance depending on the context in which the child lives.
Tina ends her reasoning on the irrelevance of the culture of origin in intercountry adoption by pointing to what she believes does matter: the parents' love and affection for the child.
Another adoptive mother, Nikita, when asked whether she thinks that foreign adoptive parents should introduce Indian culture to their child, relates the different standpoints regarding culture education to the discourse on nature and nurture. "And well if you believe that nature is essential where you might need the cultural education as well, but if you feel that nurture is more more or less adequate then it is less necessary. I suppose it's the way you look at it." Nikita thereby summarises two contrasting views on a child's culture as either something innate or something that is acquired.
Preferences and matching: physical appearance and religion
Whereas a child's background in intercountry adoption is simply defined as Indian, preservation of the child's background in incountry adoption requires specification of the child's religion, caste and ethnicity. In the guidelines for incountry adoption issued by CARA (2004), neither religion nor ethnicity is mentioned. Instead, they focus solely on the child's sociocultural milieu, her/his nationality and culture and country of residence. One possible explanation may be sought in the fact that the CARA guidelines serve not only to justify the privileging of incountry adoption, but also to regulate adoption within India. When used to justify the priority given to incountry placements of children, categories such as religion and ethnicity seem politically harmless. When used within the context of incountry adoption, however, they risk becoming highly explosive -especially in a country that is marked by religious tension.
Neither the aim to preserve the ethnic, religious and cultural background of the child through the privileging of incountry adoption, as stated in the Hague Convention, nor the aim to place children within their own sociocultural milieu, as stated in the CARA guidelines, is referred to as an effort to match children and adoptive parents. In a sense, however, this is precisely what they call for, assuming that the possibility to match a child with a family that shares the child's ethnic, religious and cultural background is greater in incountry than in intercountry adoption. 6 When informants talked about the significance of the child's background in adoption, they did so mainly in terms of matching and in relation to the claimed preferences of adoption applicants. Mainly, the preferences of Indian adoptive applicants, according to agency staff, concerned the health status and age of the child, with preference given to healthy babies. To some extent, however, as we will see, preferences were claimed to concern criteria for matching adoptive parents with a child with respect to religion, caste and physical appearance.
Physical appearance
In contrast to American and British adoption debates, where the importance of placing black children with black families was justified through references to the child's right to her/his heritage and to strategies to cope with encounters with racism, for the informants in the present study, the matching of skin colour was a matter of achieving physical resemblance between the adoptive parents and the child.
Sunita, of the agency Open Door, describes the risk involved in adoptions in which the skin colours of the child and the adoptive parents are not matched carefully. The child, she says, "will not melt in your family and it will always feel outside". Therefore, she claimed that they discouraged couples with a dark complexion to adopt a child with a fair complexion, even if they had expressed such a preference. If they instead were to adopt a child whose appearance resembles their own, Sunita continued, "after some time, nobody should feel that the child is adopted".
In a situation where the preferences of the adoption applicants was in conflict with the possibility to match the skin colour of the applicants and the child, Kiran, who works for Prem Mandir, in contrast, claimed to prioritize the wishes of the applicants. "Even if the parents are very dark complexion, we will not offer a very dark complexion child to a family unless we are very sure that they do not have any hang-ups". The difference between the reasoning of Sunita and Kiran portrays the adoption process as a balancing act between acceptance of the limitations in adoption applicants' ability to love every child and a requirement for them to be able to do just that, but also between the ambition to achieve as much likeness between the adoptive parents and their child as possible and the ambition to accommodate applicants' preferences.
Kiran further points to the risk that the adoptive parents may be tempted to pass the child off as their biological child if the physical resemblance made this possible. This in turn, Kiran claimed, entailed the risk that the adoption would not be disclosed to the child. Further, Anita, working for the same agency, says that the absence of physical resemblance between the child and her/his adoptive parents in intercountry adoption has forced foreign adoptive parents to be more open about the adoption.
The account by Rani, chairwoman of the Child Welfare Committee, of the adoption of a Santali girl illustrates not only the reasoning on applicants' preferences, but also the significance ascribed to the matching of physical appearance and its relation to disclosure of the adoption. In the interview, she recounts the difficulties that the committee had with finding an adoptive home for a 6-month-old baby girl, who was "pitch black in colour" with a "real tribal look". Several prospective adoptive families declined to take the girl, until a Santali couple came to visit the home where the girl was staying. Mrs K continued:
Rani Yes and probably this girl was a Santali also because the blank features and all that. Then he came, I told him when this Santali couple came and I told him uhh that uhh look, looking at you and your family, I see that you, we have a child exactly made for you over there and they will really fit in and nobody will know that the child is really not yours. Go and have a look. You know he went for half a minute, came back and said yes this child I will take. Now the child looks exactly like their parents, like her parents and this lady the mother of the child never went and told anybody that the child really wasn't hers.
Whereas agency staff accused Indian adoption applicants in general of being selective regarding the child's sex, age, skin colour and background, adoptive mother Nikita accused her agency of too readily accommodating the preferences of adoption applicants. She portrayed herself as overwhelmed by the choices she was given by the agency. "You are allowed to ask for a fair child, a brown child, a long nosed child, whatever. You are given an adoption format." She herself, like the majority of the interviewed adoptive parents, made a point of not having had any other preferences than wanting a healthy child. The fact that her daughter is much darker than her and doesn't look anything like her, she says, doesn't matter to her.
Nikita's claim that she did not have any preferences regarding her future child's physical appearance must be understood in light of the alleged specific preferences of other adoptive parents. By expressing indifference to the child's looks or her resemblance to the adoptive parents, her love for her child is portrayed as unconditional and she shows she has no need to conceal the adoption.
Religion
As mentioned above, the personal laws of non-Hindus do not permit adoption. This means that non-Hindus cannot adopt a child, but it also means that non-Hindu children cannot be adopted. In the following excerpt, Rani, the chairwoman of the Child Welfare Committee, explains the implications of this legislation.
Rani So adoption is nothing new for us and the adoption laws that we have in this country are only meant for Hindus. You know I think the law should be changed but right now the way things are we are not allowed to give a Muslim child for adoption, neither are we allowed to give a Christian child for adoption. Hence, the absence of knowledge about the religion of the child's birth parents in many cases is a prerequisite for incountry adoption. Only if the non-Hindu status of a child is not known can she be adopted legally. This also means that in order to safeguard the incountry adoptability of a child, the identity of her/his birth parents must remain unknown, as their identity would otherwise define the child as either Hindu or non-Hindu. Towards the end of the excerpt, however, Rani claims that the child does not have a religion until it is given one.
According to agency staff, however, many Indian adoption applicants think of the child as having a religion at birth and want information on the child's religious background.
Specifically, they are said to want to be certain that the child is Hindu. This information, however, is not disclosed by the agencies. In the excerpt below, Sunita, the executive director of the agency Open Door, explains how the agency handles questions regarding religion and caste.
I How much does religion of the child come into question when the adoptive parents Sunita With us never. With us never because we are a totally non-religious, non-political party. If somebody says no no we only want a Hindu child. So we say or if they say they want a
Muslim child or whatever so we say that a child does not have any zaat (caste). The child's zaat you will give, the child is not born with zaat. We never ever share if it's a Muslim child or a Hindu child or this child or something. Never. C Many times we don't even know ((someone else sitting in the same room))
Sunita Even when we know we don't share because that's actually a child has no religion. The religion is given by the parents. Yes as the parents give a name the parents give the religion.
Reena, who also works for the agency Open Door, elaborates further on the issue of religion and caste by recounting details of her sister-in-law's adoption. She says that the child adopted by her is Muslim, but because the sister-in-law did not ask any questions about his religion, Reena did not tell her. "So he doesn't know it, so he is brought up like a Hindu. Child has no religion, it's just what the parents give him".
The religion of a child's birth parents can be -and has in other contexts been -argued to constitute a significant part of the child's background that the child has a right to preserve. In the excerpts above, however, both Reena and Sunita argue firmly that a child has no religion until it is given a religion by her/his parents. By parents both mean the adoptive parents, thereby precluding a view of religion as something passed on to the child by her/his birth parents at birth. Thus, to enable the placement of children within the country, some aspects of a child's background have to be disregarded.
Not only did agencies claim not to disclose information about the child's background, but the majority of the adoptive parents interviewed for this study said that they did not want to know anything about it. In the excerpt below, Asha answers the question on whether the adoption agency did tell her anything about her son's background. Agencies claim to make placements that are in the best interests of the child. They are free to withhold or disclose information depending on what they find suitable. According to Vinita Bhargava (2005) , agencies' decisions to withhold facts about birth parents, caste and religion is believed to help erase memories of the past and to ensure equal status and treatment of adopted children and non-adopted biological children.
Not only is it claimed that personal identity information about birth parents is difficult to obtain, but Indian adoptive parents are also described as reluctant about having any contact with their child's birth parents. When asked about her experience of adoptees contacting the agency for information about their birth parents, Kiran, who works for Prem Mandir, describes the fear and insecurity of adoptive parents in relation to their child's birth parents.
"They don't want the biological parents to be anywhere on the scene." As a consequence, many adoptive parents tell their children that their birth parents are dead -a practice that Kiran does not repudiate. What counts, according to Kiran, is to allow the child to develop a sense of having been loved by her/his birth parents. What is important, she continues, "is that the child should not develop a feeling of rejection for his or her own biological parents because if that happens then the child hates himself or herself". Such an understanding, Kiran claims, does not necessarily require that the identity of the birth parent be made known to the adoptee. This is also the message that adoptive mother Nikita says that she wants to bring across to her daughter; "that her mother didn't give her away because she didn't love her but because she did".
She also states that she has readily agreed to help her daughter if she wishes to find her biological mother. When asked if her daughter has asked much about her biological parents, adoptive mother Monica also expresses compliance. "I don't think she'll ever ask and if she wants to she's most welcome and I'm not at all insecure about her and I've absolutely no feeling of like she's not my child kind of thing". At the same time, however, parents make a point of claiming that they are not interested in the background of their children and thus have not asked for any information about the child's birth parents. They thereby conform to two conflicting discourses on adoption: the discourse of unconditional love for the child despite her/his religious and biogenetic background and the discourse of the adopted child's right to knowledge about her/his background.
In the absence of personal identity information on birth parents, adoptees visiting agencies in search of their roots are met with other types of information. According to Sunita, the adoptees who do so are almost exclusively intercountry adoptees. Kiran's account of her agency's efforts to meet the needs of intercountry adoptees without identifying the birth parents illustrates the encounter of two different views on the adoptee's roots. "When it comes to like in uhh adopted children in Sweden or in Norway or in any Western countries where this right is acknowledged that they know about their roots when they come to our agency we are supposed to
give them uhh uhhh not to give them identifying information, only like we can say you are from this part of the xxx." Sunita too describes how her agency, Open Door, treats intercountry adoptees who visit them in search for their roots and who she says have "a big hollowness in their hearts" and "are looking for some connection". Many times, Sunita says, the parents cannot be found, thereby implying that the adoptees were hoping to find them. What her agency offers them instead is a rickshaw tour to "the area from where they might have come". But it is difficult to "fill the hollowness" that some adoptees feel, Sunita continues. "What we do fill up is from the day they were here with us till the day they left we have everything with us and then you know the people who took care of them when they were small, all who fed them, who held their hands, who cleaned their potties so they know all that and that brings a little connection into their lives".
In the face of the difficulty of obtaining personal identity information on birth parents, the reluctance to disclose such information to adoptive parents if it is available, and the alleged hesitance of adoptive parents to have contact with the birth parents of their child, the concept of roots acquires a meaning that is not synonymous with biogenetic origin. An aim for adoptees to gain an understanding of their birth parents' living circumstances and decisions, as expressed by agency staff instead attributes significance to what can be called the individual's genealogy -giving the concept of roots the meaning of routes (Patton 2000) . The significance attributed to birth parents is not less with a routes perspective, but it refers to the impact of their decisions on the adopted child rather than to blood ties or biogenetic origin.
Whereas tours of neighbourhoods, in which birth parents may have lived, provide the adoptee with knowledge about or an awareness of a likely background, stories about the individual child's life at the orphanage attribute significance to personal experience and memories of a pre-adoption past (Cheng 2004) .
Conclusion
References to the significance of a child's background inform international as well as national adoption policies today. The child's right to preservation of her/his cultural background is the justification for the priority given to incountry adoption as well as for culture education aimed at intercountry adoptees. Although the participants in the present research study did agree with the priority given to incountry adoption to some extent, they attributed little relevance to questions regarding preservation of the child's background in relation to incountry adoption.
The overall aim of adoption, expressed throughout the interviews with agency representatives and adoptive parents alike, was for the child to gain a position in her/his adoptive family equal to that of a biological child. Such a position was aided by the absence of information about the child's religious background and caste and hence by the absence of birth parents. Some informants also argued that achieving this aim would be aided by physical likeness between the adoptive parents and the child. Further, adoptive parents argued, such a position would be compromised by constant reminders of the differences between the cultural background of the child and that of her/his adoptive parents.
The distinction made between Hindus and non-Hindus in the Indian adoption laws and the preferences ascribed to some Indian adoption applicants for a child belonging to their own religion offer little incentive for establishing the identity of the child's birth parents. If the child's birth parents, and hence her/his religion and caste, remain unknown, her/his chances of being adopted by an Indian family are greater. As a consequence, the identity of birth parents, was substituted by information about the life circumstances of birth parents and about the child's life after her/his abandonment or relinquishment until the day of the adoption. Roots, thereby, took on a meaning that had less to do with blood ties and biogenetic origin and more to do with individual life history.
What informants talked about was the unconditional love of adoptive parents for their child regardless of the child's background, which must be understood in light of descriptions of Indian adoption applicants in general as only wanting to adopt children of their own religious and caste background. The claims made by the interviewed adoptive parents about their lack of interest in information about their child's background served to display that their love was unconditional and did not depend on a likeness between themselves and their child. Similarly, the claimed strategy of adoption agencies of not disclosing information about the child's background served to show that they did not tolerate adoption applicants' selectiveness with regard to the child's religious and caste background.
However, there was a difference between agency representatives' reasoning on religious matching and on the matching of physical appearance. Whereas none of them was willing to accommodate adoption applicants' preferences regarding the child's religious background or to even acknowledge that children had a religion by birth, they disagreed on the significance that should be attributed to physical appearance. Whereas the representative of one agency advocated matching the physical appearance of the adoptive parents and the child, the representative of another agency was willing to accommodate the wishes of applicants to adopt a child with a fair complexion at the cost of physical likeness.
Although the interviewed adoptive parents did describe their love for their child as independent of a likeness between themselves and their child, they also did not advocate practices that emphasized the differences between parent and child. Hence, when asked about the need for foreign adoptive parents to introduce India to their children, they expressed hesitance. Adoptive parents not only questioned the relevance of Indian culture for a child growing up abroad, but also whether it served the best interests of the child to be reminded of the differences between her/his own background and that of the parents.
In previous critiques, it has been questioned whether the aim to preserve the child's racial, ethnic, religious and/or cultural background in adoption best serves the best interests of the individual child or the interests of ethnic minority groups. The hesitance of the adoption agency representatives and adoptive parents interviewed here to ascribe significance to preservation of the child's background in adoption within India, however, must be understood against the interests of yet another group: the adoption applicants. As a result of applicants'
alleged preferences for children of their own religion, the status of preservation of the child's religious background as serving the best interests of the child was compromised.
